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The Editor’s Diary: Semantics can be bad for
your health!The English language has a rich and beautiful
vocabulary. All these wonderful words have pre-
cise meaning and we tamper with them at our
peril. It saddens me to witness how the language is
being debased by a pseudo-culture that encour-
ages transient values and transient meanings to
our vocabulary.1 The same worry concerns the use
of the three words, alternative, complementary
and holistic, when applied to the practice of
medicine.
Practitioners of conventional medicine view
‘‘alternative/unconventional’’ medicine as a series
of comprehensive health belief systems, superfi-
cially with little in common, yet sharing beliefs in
metaphysical concepts of balance and similarities
which date back to Galenic doctrine from the
second century A.D., or oriental mysticism 2000
years before. Perhaps for the time being we might
blur the distinctions between orthodox and alter-
native medicine by using the word ‘‘unproven’’
which can apply equally well to therapeutic
interventions on each side.
Next we must consider the definition of ‘‘com-
plementary’’. The Oxford English dictionary de-
fines the word as, ‘‘that which completes or makes
perfect, or that which when added completes
a whole.’’ In other words, whilst modern medical
science struggles to cure patients, complementary
medicine helps patients to feel better, and who
knows, by feeling better the act of healing itself
may be encouraged. Some complementary ap-
proaches may be placebos although the touch of
the ‘‘healer’’ or the hand of the massage therapist
could be guided by strange belief systems that are
alien to modern science. Providing the intention is
to support the clinician in his endeavours one
might set aside our concerns.1743-9191/$ - see front matter ª 2005 Surgical Associates Ltd. Pu
doi:10.1016/j.ijsu.2005.08.003Finally there is ‘‘holism’’, a slippery word whose
ownership is competed for by both sides of the
therapeutic-divide. The word holism was coined by
Jan Smuts in 1926.2 He used the word to describe
the tendency in nature to produce wholes from
the ordered grouping of units. It can be perceived
then that the concept of holism is complex and
exquisite, and as an open system lends itself to
study and experimentation. Since Watson and
Crick described the structure and function of DNA
in 1953, the development of biological holism has
grown way beyond anything Jan Smuts might
have envisaged.
The basic building block of life has to be a
sequence of DNA that codes for a specific protein.
These DNA sequences or genes are organised
within chromosomes forming the human genome.
The chromosomes are packed within the nucleus
with a degree of miniaturisation, which is awe-
inspiring. The nucleus is a holon looking inwards at
the genome and outwards at the cytoplasm of the
cell. The cell is a holon that looks inwards at the
proteins, which guarantee its structure and function
contained within its plasma membrane. As a holon
the cell looks outwards at neighbouring cells of
a self-similar type which may group together as
glandular elements, but the cellular holon also
enjoys cross talk with cells of a different develop-
mental origin communicating by touch through tight
junctions, or by the exchange of chemical messages
via short-lived paracrine polypeptides. These glan-
dular elements and stromal elements group togeth-
er as a functioning organ which is holistic in looking
inwards at the exquisite functional integrity of
itself, and outwards to act in concert with the other
organs of the body. This concert is orchestrated at
the next level in the holistic hierarchy through theblished by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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via the hypothalamic pituitary axis, the thyroid
gland, the adrenal gland, the endocrine glands of
sexual identity, and the lympho-reticular system
that can distinguish self from non-self.3 Even this
notion of selfness is primitive compared with the
next level up the hierarchy where the person exists
in a conscious state somewhere within the cerebral
cortex, with the mind, the great-unexplored fron-
tier, which will be the scientific challenge of doctors
in the new millennium.
These musings were prepared for my plenary
lecture at the November meeting of the American
Society of Integrative Oncology in San Diego. What,
you may ask, is being integrated in ‘‘integrative
oncology’’? If this includes ‘‘alternative’’ medicine
we are back to square one and some of the more
dubious practices under this rubric might slip in
under this cloak of respectability. And so we go
round and round with a dialogue of the deaf and
more and more of our precious resources in man-
power and cash are subsumed into the triumphal
march of unreason as the age of enlightenmentcomes to an end under a blizzard of words that blind
us to the truth.4
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